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Abstract  
The relationships between life stress and alcohol use and  alcohol problems in males vs. females is not well understood, and the 
importance of various possible confounding influences such as reporting source and personality on these relationships has never 
been thoroughly examined. The current paper addresses these important issues by performing secondary analyses on the parent 
data from a large community based survey (n= 601 couples). Correlational analyses and structural equation modeling (EQS) were 
employed to examine the bivariate and multivariate relationship patterns between personality, life stress, alcohol consumption 
and alcohol problems. Results showed: 1) That stress in the family was much more important in predicting alcohol problems than 
alcohol consumption, 2) Stress was a much better predictor of fathers s  alcohol problems, 3) 
Addiction prone personality characteristics were associated with higher scores on life stress and alcohol problems in both males 
and females.   
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Problem statement 
Although it is commonly assumed that there is a positive relationship between life stress and alcohol use and 
problems, there are in fact relatively few general population epidemiologic studies that have examined the 
relationship between the common major stressful events (i.e. interpersonal, financial, occupational and legal) in 
adulthood and alcohol use and abuse patterns (Keyes, Hatzenbeuhler, & Hasin, 2011), and the patterns of these 
relationships in males vs. females is not well understood. Dawson, Grant, and Ruan (2005) examined the association 
between life stress (i.e. 12 major stressors across the domains of work, health, social relations and legal crises) and 
drinking in a large general population U.S. sample. Results showed that the frequency of heavy drinking was 
associated with life stress in both men and women with the effects being stronger in men. As noted by Keyes et al. 
(2011), the Dawson et al. findings are inconsistent with results found in a number of smaller studies where stronger 
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relationships between stress and alcohol consumption were reported in women. These results are also at odds with 
the results reported by Wills, Sandy, Yaeger, Cleary, and Shinar (2001) where stronger stress effects were found in 
girls than in boys. The sample in the Dawson et al. study was older than in the Wills et al. study so this might 
account for the difference in findings. 
In a recent study by Lloyd and Turner (2008) the effects of cumulative exposure to lifetime adversities on the 
development of a more extreme pattern of alcohol use (alcohol dependence) was examined in a large Florida 
community sample of young adults. In their statistical analyses Lloyd and Turner examined the effects of distal 
(occurred more than a year ago) and proximal (occurred in the past year) stressors on alcohol dependence. Their 
results showed that distal and proximal stressors predicted alcohol dependence independently. They also reported 
that there were no gender by stress interaction effects so these effects seem to apply to both men and women to a 
similar degree. 
A number of methodological problems have been noted in relation to the epidemiologic evidence on the 
relationship between life stress and alcohol consumption and problems in adult males and females. In particular the 
relationship is clouded by the fact that the life stress and alcohol consumption indicators are usually obtained from 
the same source (Keyes et al., 2011), and there may be confounding influences such common underlying genetics 
that could account for these relationships. Gender differences are also hard to interpret in most epidemiologic 
surveys as the males and females may not be living in the same environment. 
1.2. Purpose of study 
In the current study an effort is made to examine the association between life stress and alcohol consumption and 
abuse in a large community sample of couples. In the Vancouver Family Survey (VFS) data are available that 
include mother and father reports of life events happening in the family and on alcohol consumption and problem 
indicators for these individuals. The design in this study allows us to compare the effects of life stress on alcohol 
consumption and problems for males and females living in the same family. The availability of life stress measures 
for both parents,  and measures of addiction prone personality characteristics for both partners also allows us to test 
the stress and drinking relationships while controlling for the potential confounding influences of reporting source 
and personality. 
2. Method 
2.1. Procedure 
In the VFS (Anderson, Barnes, Patton, & Perkins, 1999; Barnes, Barnes, & Patton, 2005; Barnes, Murray, Patton, 
Bentler, & Anderson, 2000) general population screening was conducted to identify a sample of intact biological 
and adoptive families with children in the 14-25 age range living at home. The data collection was restricted to 
intact families to allow an examination of the influence of both parents on the development of offspring. The 
selected families (including mother, father and the youngest offspring in the 14-25 age range) were then recruited to 
participate in a survey requiring each of the family members to complete a questionnaire. In the end a total of 473 
biological families and 128 adoptive families agreed to participate and completed the questionnaires.   
2.2. Sample 
The current report is based on the data for the 601 mothers and 601 fathers who completed the questionnaires.  
The age in the sample was 49.03 for the fathers and 46.69 for the mothers. The majority of the parents had 
completed high school (77.3% of fathers and 92.2% of mothers). 
2.3. Measures 
2.3.1. Demographics  
Demographic control variabl  and father  education. 
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2.3.2. Addiction Prone Personality (APP) 
The APP scale was developed by utilizing data from a large general population survey (n=1257) called the 
Winnipeg Health and Drinking Survey (WHDS, Barnes et al. 2000). Personality items that were linked with both a 
family history of alcoholism and a lifetime diagnosis of alcoholism were selected from a large battery of personality 
two year test-retest reliability (r = 
.82, n = 988) was developed utilizing this process. In longitudinal analyses, the APP predicted the worsening of 
alcoholism symptoms in the general population sample over a two year period. In a subsequent validation using a 
poorer treatment outcome at a six-month follow-up survey.   
Further testing and validation of the APP was conducted utilizing data from the VFS participants. In the VFS, the 
APP measure was reduced to 21 items to eliminate two items that were contaminated with substance use content. 
The 21 item APP was found to correlate with the use of a variety of substances (including alcohol, tobacco, 
marijuana, prescription medications, and other drugs of abuse) among youths living at home, and with a similar 
range of substances for their parents (Anderson et al., 1999).   
2.3.3. Family Inventory of Life Events (FILE) 
The Family Inventory of Life Events (FILE) examines acute stressors in the family contexts in the last year 
(McCubbin & Thompson, 1991). The FILE form C is a 71 item self-report instrument that assesses major life events 
affecting all family members in the domains of family development, extended family relationships, health, work, 
finances, management, social activities, and law. The overall internal consistency of the FILE within the VFS 
sample was high, with  = .79 for both parents (Barnes et al., 2005). 
2.3.4. Alcohol consumption and problems 
Parental alcohol consumption was measured by computing the ounces of alcohol consumed per day based on 
reports of alcohol consumed in the past week and past year. Heavy drinking was assessed by the self reported 
frequency of consuming eight or more drinks per week in the past year. Alcohol problems were assessed by three 
self report instruments including the CAGE (Mayfield, McLeod, & Hall, 1974), the brief MAST (Pokorny, Miller, 
& Kaplan, 1972), and recent history of alcohol related harms (6 items). All of the alcohol measures were completed 
by both parents. 
2.4. Data analyses 
Correlational analyses and structural equation modeling (EQS, Bentler, 2004) were employed in this project to 
examine the bivariate and multivariate relationship patterns between life stress and alcohol consumption and 
problems. A latent variable comprised 
impact of reporting source on the assessment of family stress. Initial assumptions were that family stress would 
predict mother and father alcohol problems, and that mother APP would predict her alcohol problems, while fathers  
APP would be a significant predictor of the fathers  alcohol problems. Modifications were made to the original 
model based on the LaGrange test for adding paths, and the Wald test for eliminating paths. After a satisfactory fit 
had been found for the model (i.e. Chi squared to D.F ratio < 2, CFI > .90, RMSEA < .05) the ML Robust procedure 
was employed to correct for possible effects of distribution problems on the model statistics.  
3. Results 
3.1. Correlational analyses 
Bivariate relationships between mother and father FILE scores and alcohol consumption and abuse patterns 
revealed that none of the correlations with the alcohol consumption measures were significant, while many of the 
correlations with the alcohol problem indicators were significant (see Table 1). The mother and father FILE scores 
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were significantly correlated (r=.45, p<.001) suggesting that there was some agreement on the extent of stress in the 
family, but that this agreement was by no means perfect. The father FILE score was significantly associated with 
ndicators. The mothers  FILE scores correlated significantly with the Mothers  
CAGE and MAST scores, but not with the mothers  harm indicator. In general the correlations between the FILE 
scores and CAGE and MAST scores were higher than the correlations with the harm indicators and the correlations 
between life stress and alcohol problems were a bit higher in males than in females for the CAGE and MAST 
problem measures. The cross partner correlations are also of interest. The fathers  FILE scores do not correlate 
significantly with any of the mothers  alcohol problem indicators, while the mothers  FILE scores correlate 
significantly with the fathers  MAST and CAGE and almost significantly with the fathers  harm indicator (r = .08,  
p<.056). 
Table 1. Life stress and alcohol problems 
 
 
3.2. Structural equation model 
The final structural equation model is presented in Figure 1. This model had a satisfactory fit to the data (Chi-
Squared = 92.33, D.F. = 48, p< .001; CFI = .97; RMSEA = .04). The ML Robust procedure also suggested that the 
model fit the data quite well (Satora Bentler Chi-square = 75.84, D.F. = 48, p < .01). Results showed that the model 
explained 23.0% of the variance in fathers  alcohol problems, and 10.2% of the variance in mothers
problems. Fathers  alcohol problems were most strongly associated with family stress and the fathers
The fathers  APP also seemed to affect alcohol problems indirectly through the effect of personality on higher life 
stress. Family stress did not have a direct effect on mothers  alcohol problems, but mothers  alcohol problems were 
significantly associated with fathers  alcohol problems. It is possible that family stress may have influenced mother 
alcohol problems indirectly through the influence of family stress on fathers  alcohol problems. 
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4. Discussion and conclusions 
Results in this study showed that family stress was not a significant predictor of alcohol consumption patterns in 
either men or women. The lack of association with daily levels of alcohol consumed is not surprising, but the lack of 
any significant correlation with heavy drinking differs from results found in the Dawson et al. (2005) study. 
Correlational analyses in our study indicated that family stress was associated with alcohol problem indicators in 
both men and women. These results are consistent with findings reported by Lloyd and Turner (2008) showing that 
life stress predicted alcohol dependence problems in both men and women. Our structural equation models indicated 
that the direct relationship between family stress and alcohol problems may be stronger in men than in women. 
These results are similar to those reported by Dawson et al.  
In this research the APP had strong links with alcohol problems in both men and women. Our previous 
longitudinal research, described earlier in this paper, suggests that these effects are likely causal in nature. The APP 
also seemed to have an indirect affect on problem drinking by affecting life stress in the family. More longitudinal 
research is needed to examine the nature of this relationship. It is likely that people who are high on traits such as 
sensation seeking and impulsivity may encounter more financial, social and legal problems in their lives and these 
additional stresses may increase the risk for alcohol abuse. 
For counselors who work in the addiction area our findings suggest that family approaches to addiction treatment 
may be beneficial, but attention to underlying personality characteristics may be needed as well. Research by 
(Conrod, Castellanos-Ryan, & Mackie, 2011) for example found that a personality targeted intervention was 
effective in reducing alcohol use in adolescents. 
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